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ONE

IN THE AIR

The associated press, one day in 1957, sent

on its wires across the continent the story of a

young Hollywood actress. She was tall, red-

headed, and puzzled, A new movie offered her

the big chance of her career. But she didn't

understand the part she had to play. The script

described the character only as "the existential-

ist."

"What," she asked, "is an existentialist?"

Cowboys she understood—she was from Texas.

All sorts of other characters made sense. But

she didn't know how to take the role of an

existentialist.

If the actress had taken her question to a real

existentialist, the chances are she would not

have found much help. He might have given

her the brush-off. Existentialists frequently are

rude. They are not much interested in people
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who want to know about existentialism. They

are interested in the person who has bumped

into some disturbing experience or has met some

shock that makes him ask, "What am I doing

anyhow?"

But the actress (or the press agent trying to

get her some pubHcity) at least succeeded in

getting her name into the papers. And some of

the newspaper readers were, no doubt, as per-

plexed as she was. Others knew about existen-

tialism and wanted nothing to do with it. Still

others had decided, maybe passionately, that it

was for them.

Existentialism can be a bewildering affair.

Some people trace its history in terms of two

big jumps: first, from the cafes and nightclubs

of Paris and the left bank of the Seine to similar

spots in New York's Greenwich Village; now

from New York (via a few art galleries, thea-

ters, and college campuses) to Hollywood. But

others find \x. running from Socrates and the

Old Testament to contemporary times.

A few people study existentialism in some of

the weightiest philosophical books of this gen-
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eration. Others pick up their information in the

Saturday Evening Post, a picture-essay in Life,

or the Sunday supplement of the newspaper.

But most people—those who know all

about existentialism and those who know noth-

ing about it—have felt its influence. Cosmic

rays affect us all, whether or not we have heard

of them; and existentialism, like cosmic rays,

is in the air. It has caught up the mood of part

of our present world, and it has helped to

create that mood.

So, though some call it a philosophy, others

feel its impact far from the world of scholars.

It produces novels with strange names like

Nausea and more dignified names like The

Stranger. The theater occasionally expresses it

deliberately, often spreads it indirectly. Paint-

ing and scholarship, politics and religion are

different because of it. The progressive educa-

tion of most American schools has a tinge of

it. If its vocabulary is still largely for the egg-

heads, its main concerns are everyday life in

this magnificent, crazy, overpowering age of

history. So movies and TV spread its message
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(or messages) widely. And the comic strip

Pogo has been called "existentialism for the

masses."

But the minute anybody tries to define ex-

istentialism he finds out how controversial it

is. The actress, who thought her career de-

pended on finding out about it, learned from a

professor that it was "free love and futility."

If she had asked a clergyman, he might have

told her that it was one of the most searching

of theological movements. Both answers have

some factual justification.

In August of 1950 Pope Pius XII, in an

Encyclical (or letter) called Humani Generis,

condemned several varieties of existentialism

and praised the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas.

Previously Jacques Maritain, perhaps the great-

est living Roman Catholic philosopher, had

written a book showing that Thomas Aquinas

was the truest existentialist. Probably the Pope

and Maritain did not disagree; they just used

the same word in different ways. But the Pope

was deliberately chiding some Roman Catho-
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lie philosophers for absorbing too much mod-

ern existentialism.

Even earlier the Vatican had put on its

"Index of Prohibited Books" the writings of

Jean:Paul,.Sartre^, the most prominent of the

French "atheistic existentialists." Many Protes-

tants have put Sartre on their private "In-

dexes." But "atheistic" Russia has also banned

his writings, obviously for different reasons. At

one American university, however, a campus

Christian group has produced one of his plays

because it raises fundamental religious issues.

Clearly no definition, in a sentence or two,

can place accurately anything so fertile, so

diverse, so intense. Instead of defining the

word, I shall try to describe some of the major

themes of the movement and to tell something

of its story.



TWO •

A BASIC CLASH

People never find it easy to understand

themselves and their world. But they keep try-

ing. Myth and poetry, astronomy and chem-

istry, religion and painting, medicine and

philosophy—all are explorations in under-

standing. All help. None is ever complete.

In the venture of understandmg one pre-

cious achievement is ohjectivJl!yyWkhont ob-

jectivity our prejudices get between us_and

jthe facts. Or our emotions interfere with calm

reasoning. Or the few facts that concern us

appear more important than the many facts

that affect the world. Painful experience

teaches us to distrust the judgments of people

who cannot be objective, and even of our-

selves at times when we cannot be objective.

Objectivity is a trait that goes with ma-

turity, with civilization. It makes possible great

achievements in knowledge. But objectivity

14
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irevents understanding. Thf limiVo..^—

_tions of objecrivir}^ prod\Ke eYistftitialisxiTy

Two Kinds of Meaning

To gQt at this issue, look at a series of proposi-

tions. They all deal with the same subject, but

in vastly different ways.

1. All men are mortal. That has been a

favorite proposition of logicians for centuries.

They like it because it is one of the few gen-

eral (or all-inclusive) statements about men
or anything else that will not start an argu-

ment. (Note: The proposition says nothing

about immortality. It means only that all men
come to an end of their earthly careers, that

this present life moves inevitably toward

death.) A teacher can write the sentence on

the blackboard or an author can put it in a

book, and everyone assents. No one can quite

prove the statement, but the evidence for ix. is

so overwhelming that no one wants to disagree.

The sentence concerns objective fact. A
reader may dislike Ix.., resent it, wish it were not

so. But he accepts ix.^ pretty much as a matter
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of course, usually without a wail or a shudder.

Now compare that proposition with a

second one.

2. You are going to die today. Suppose the

statement comes from someone who knows

—

your doctor or jailer or platoon leader in battle.

It comes with convincing authority, and you

believe it.

That proposition, logically, is simply one of

the many cases that enter into Proposition No.

1. The minute you recognized that "all men
are mortal," you knew that you would die

sometime. Now you know when. That detail

is not very important to logic or mankind.

But Proposition No. 2 has a completely dif-

ferent ring from No. 1. It strikes a blow.

Whether you resist or welcome the blow, it

changes you. Were you eager for a vacation

or fearful of a debt coming due? Were you

expecting to take out more insurance? Such

acts look different now. You no longer have the

investment in the future that you once had.

Your existence is at stake. Death is now an

existential concern.
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In a way Proposition No. 2 is far less im-

portant than No. 1. It concerns only one of

the two and a half billion people on earth.

But it has far more power. Even so, it can be

made still more potent.

3. tMpol! This night your soul is required of

you/'\The language has now shifted, and so

has the speaker. It is God who says this, at the

end of a parable of Jesus (Luke 12:20, RSV).

Qie story tells of a rich man, who exults

that he must pull down his barns and build

bigger ones to hold his goods. He congratu-

lates himself: "Soul, you have ample goods

laid up for many years; take your ease, eat,

drink, be merry." Then God delivers the blow:

"Fool! This night your soul is required of you;

and the things you have prepared, whose will

they be?"

Here is more than a notification of death.

It is a call to a reckoning. To some it carries

the meaning of a judgment before God. And
even someone who disbelieves in God is likely

to sense in it a portentous challenge to all his

accomplishments and purposes. To any sensi-
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tive person it is intensely painful to think that

his life has possibly been worthless. The call to

add up one's deeds and show that the sum is

not zero demands that one search himself with

"fear and trembling?^

Now recall the three propositions. No. 1

may interest you. It is general and objective.

No. 2—if you hear and believe it—may jar

you. It concerns your physical existence and

all that you associate with that. No. 3—again

if you hear and believe it—can shatter. It

thrusts not merely at biological existence but

at the meaning of personal existence.

In much modern literature and thinking, the

word existence has come to take that latter

meaning. ( Sometimes the German form, Ex-

istenZf is used.) [Existentialism is the outlook

that starts from personal existence. Although

it may go in many directions, it begins by ask-

ing what it means to be a self.__It questions

every pefioS about Iiis decisions, about the

purpose and nature of his own existence.

p'^Existentialism says that persons discOYgr

some truth, ngt^bjLJOikiyating^ohjeaiYity^ but-
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by enterlpg^JQ^e^jhgJnt^

j>erience^ Involvement rather than detacHmenI

the key to insight. A great deal of

information about death (just to continue the

example I have been using) comes from bio-

chemists, insurance actuaries, and undertakers.

But a deeper meaning comes to the person who

learns what the death of himself or a friend

does to his aims and his achievements.

There are other ways to describe the move-

ment from Proposition No. 1 to No. 3 (with

No. 2 as a halfway station ).\It is the turning

from the objective to the personal, from the

general to the particular, from the abstract to

the concrete. It is the shift from observation to

involvement, from information to responsi-

bility, from what one has accumulated to what

one is,j
"^

But in alL_these contrasts, we must notice^

existentialism does not run away from ob-

jectivity^iDto snhjectivitjr, at. least as__wp nnr-

mallyuse those terrp<; If is not interested in

fantasies and dreams. Selfhood, events that re-

quire choices, death—these are as objective as
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anything. They have their brutal factuaHty

which no one can escape. But these objective

realities disclose meanings to selves who meet

\ them in personal concern. To crush such con-

cern for the sake of detached knowledge may

be to distort the apprehension of truth. And it

may result, not in a greater mind, but in a more

anemic self.

The Need for Two Postures

Obviously everyone takes the existential out-

look at times. No one regards his own family

simply as data for intellectualization. The most

abstruse scholars, the most assiduous collectors

of information are, before everything else, per-

sons.

But equally obviously, no one lives in ex-

istential concern all the time. Sometimes people

just g^t tired and don't care. At other times

they cultivate the discipline of objectivity in

order to attain their goals.

There is thus an existential impulse and an

objective impulse in everyone. Some people

incline one way, some the other. But it is im-
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possible to divide the world into two groups of

people, whom we might call existentialists and

objectivists. Most people would not fit either

group solely. "
'

Instead we might say thai^xistentialism and

objectivity are two postures tjiat we assume in

our living. Both are necessary in life—^whether

for survival or fullness of life.-The relating of

the two is one of the most difiicult things any-

one does. It is the business of becoming a per-

son, of conducting a life, of entering into s^lf-

hood^^2

Some examples will show the contribution

of each—of existence (in the special meaning

I have been using) and of objectivity'.

A first example is Socrates of ancient Athens.

As the rigorous debater, concerned with exact

definitions of terms-, he was one of the pioneers

in semantics and objective philosophical rea-

soning. But as the "gadfly" of the city, upset-

ting cherished prejudices and stirring up the

public with his relentless questioning, he was

a forerunner of the existentialists.
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Both sides of his character came out during

the last days of his Hfe. In prison, condemned

to die because of some conniving rascals and a

biased jury, he talked with his friends. He
wanted to discuss immortality. He presented

several reasons for his belief that the soul does

not die, and he asked his friends to search his

logic for flaws. Naturally they did not want to

argue. It is not very gentlemanly to tell a

doomed man that his belief in immortality is

false. But Socrates insisted. So determined was

he to avoid subjective bias and wishful think-

ing that he preferred to be proved wrong—if

he was wrong—than to die with a comforting

belief. That kind of objectivity is one of the

glorious achievements of philosophy.

Today some people accept the arguments of

Socrates. But many find an event of his last

hours more persuasive. The friends who visited

him had bribed the jailors and arranged for
|

Socrates to escape. All he had to do was walk

out and leave town. But he refused. He had

been condemned for his teaching. He still be-

lieved in that teaching and wanted to stick by
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k, at the cost of death, rather than run out.

Besides, he was not afraid to die.

Socrates' arguments were his objective at-

tempt to answer death. His refusal to run away

was his existential answer. Objectivity asks

whether life continues after death. Existence

meets death confidently. There is a big dif-

ference between the two. We recognize it

every now and then in people who believe

with their minds in eternal life but are "scared

to death" of dying.

/ I have referred often to death in this chap-

ter because it is a prominent subject in the

literature of existentialism. Again and again

the issues of the meaning of life come up

when one faces death. But there are many other

examples, and it is time to turn to a very differ-

ent one.

Science is one of the greatest monuments to

the power of objective thinking. Scientific in-

quiry demands accuracy and honesty, with no

concessions to prejudice. The laboratory has no

place for the investigator who wants to nudge



24 THE EXISTENTIALIST POSTURE

the calipers just a little or slip some acid into

the test tube without recording it, in order to

make the experiment agree with his subjective

desires. Science overthrows hallowed authori-

ties, blasts superstitions, derides subjectivity.

After many triumphs in the study of physi-

cal nature, science has begun to inquire into

the behavior of society and persons. The tech-

niques of objective inquiry have taught us

things about ourselves that we did not know

and preferred not to believe. And they will

probably continue to teach us much more.

Just her^ however, existentialism gives a

warning. ^It says that only persons can under-

stand personal behaviorj It insists that experi- i

"ments can deceive experimenters who do not

know themselves. And, as the great Jewish

existentialist Martin Buber teaches,r we do no£

know ourselves (or even become^^gsjL ex-

cept as we enter intcLj^tuly-persoaalr-feteions
^

with other people. If experimentation leads us

to see other people only as objects to push

around in the laboratory, it will fool us, per-

haps destroy our own genuine selfhood.
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Here is one of the most critical areas in

which the objective and existential postures

confront each other today. Objectivity says

that the rats in the mazes tell us something

about ourselves; existence says that they tell

us falsehoods if they make us miss the glory and

despair of personal life in personal relations.

There is no logical reason why both postures

cannot point to truth. But to relate them

truthfully is, again, not easy. Thus far our

generation has not had much success in reach-

ing an understanding of selves which is both

scientifically and personally adequate.

There is, however, no necessary conflict be-

tween science and existentialism. Blaise Pas-

cal, for instance, was one of the great pioneers

of modern mathematics and physics, and at the

same time the leading forerunner of modern

existentialism. When a Jesuit argued against

his scientific beliefs, Pascal answered with ex-

periments. Neither church authority nor Aris-

totle's metaphysics could determine scientific

fact. But with equal passion he insisted that

no one can understand human beings unless
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he explores his own heart, with its mysteries

beyond measurement and its secrets beyond

objective determination.

A third example is religion. Although peo-

ple may change their religious beliefs because

of discussion, no one ever became religious

simply by logical analysis. Religion releases

and directs powerful emotions. It concerns

worship, trust, dedication, commitment.

Every now and then someone lets go the

idea that religion should be strictly a matter of

personal feeling, with no reasoning at all. But

that proposal never gets very far. Religion, un-

criticized by reason, can produce snake han-

dling, alcoholic fantasies, superstitions, crazed

hallucinations. So, in every society, people must

do some thinking about their religion.

So the human mind, via common sense and

via philosophy and theology, thinks about re-

ligion. It attempts to bring some order into

the experiences of men, to make distinctions

between truth and falsehood. It seeks some

rational clarity in matters of faith.
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Sometimes it goes on to produce great theo-

logical systems. In the Middle Ages, for in-

stance, such a system was called a Summa,

because it tried to sum up man's knowledge

of God and religious truth. Some of the sys-

tems aimed at great rational objectivity. They

might try to prove the existence of God and the

immortality of the soul, apart from any ven-

ture of faith. The arguments became abstruse

and complicated.

Then came the existential protest. "By liv-

ing, by dying, by being damned one becomes a

theologian," said Martin Luther, "—not by un-

derstanding, reading, and speculating."*^ ^e
point of religion, he insisted, was trust in God,

not argument about Go3?^

Luther did not want to destroy objectivity.

Quite the contrary. He promoted schooling and

translated the Scriptures in order that people

might study and understand rather than accept

in blind faith. But he declared with all the

power of his mighty personality that cjiere can

* All footnotes appear under "Notes by Chapters," begin-

ning on page 123.
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be no religion apart from personal commit-

ment, no faith that is not trust.

fki' religion, then, objectivity asks: Is there a

God? Existence asks: What shall I do to be

saved? Objectivity asks: Why is there suffer-

ing and evil in the world? Existence asks: How
shall I suffer? What shall I do about the evil

in the world and the sin within me?^^^

In all these examples we see some consistent

themes of the existentialist. He reiterates

—

pointedly and often impolitely—that a great

deal of our objectivity is a pompous fraud.

Whenever we point to the data of inquiry, he

points to the inquirer. Whenever we mention a

thought, he asks about the thinker. And Jie

tells us that in reality there are no pure in-

quirers and thinkers. There are persons, who

inquire and think, but who also hope and fear

and make decisions.

Every belief (including emphatically his

own belief), he says, tells us something about

the believer. A man's personal commitments

are part of the truth or falsity he declares. His
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anxieties, his cravings, his loves and lusts, his

fear and despair, are as much a part of his truth

as anything he perceives. He never simply rec-

ognizes truth; he decides what he will do and

be, and his decision determines the truth he is

capable of recognizing.

Not everyone agrees. Some hurl back the

questions: "What has my guilt or ambition to

do with the multiplication table? My decision

to do with the structure of the uranium atom?"

And the existentialist says: "Not much. But

if you choose to center your life (which is

something different from learning to multiply)

in the multiplication table, that is your deci-

sion. It is a stupid decision, because no one can

center his life in digits. It is an evasive decision,

probably an attempt to walk out on more diffi-

cult problems that haunt you (as they haunt

everyone). In so far as you succeed, you doom^^'^^

yourself to become a cramped and empty self.

If you think that the multiplication table con-

stitutes reality, you are a fool. Your decision is

a greater part of your reality than your ability

to manipulate numbers."
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THE EXISTENTIALIST REVOLT

Existentialism is recent. Not so long ago

it was "the latest thing." Although past the

"fad" stage, it is still developing new forms.

Some people practice its idiom to show that

they are avant-garde.

But, I have been saying, the existential

posture is as old as human experience. All

people have their existential moments. And
many great characters of history have thought

in vividly existential terms. The myths of an-

cient societies are mostly built around existen-

tial themes.VEbe Bible throbs with existential

power/ (That is the trouble with the Bible, say

some rationalists.) Often it is said that the

Hebrews were characteristically existential, in

contrast to the Greeks who cultivated objective

reason. But we have seen the powerful existen-

tial bent in Socrates^ Increasingly scholars are

30
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1

discovering a similar stance in other great

Greek thinkers.

Repeatedly through Western history the ex-

istential drive has reasserted itself. Sometimes

the Bible, sometimes personal crisis, sometimes

social turmoil have stimulated it. The Protes-

tant Reformation was one such occasion. Mar-

tin Luther was surely one of the most passion-

ately existential of all men. Readers still mis-

interpret Luther and Calvin by turning their

existential confessions into abstract systems.

If the posture is so old and so perennial, why

did history wait until recent times for the birth

—or the eruption—of the "ism"? Why have

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries devel-

oped the recognizable movement with a name

and a literature?

The answer lies in the events and move-

ments of modern history. Blindly, but as effec-

tively as if by deliberate plan, a series of

changes brought in the modern world. They

came with drum beating and the offer of

emancipation from the slavery of the past.

Their effect, in practice, was often to steal from
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man his freedom. Sometimes they lured peo-

ple, sometimes battered them, into something

less than selfhood.

Threats to Selves

Because these movements still threaten lives

today, it will pay to inspect some of them and

to analyze their impact.

Threat No. 1. Man is a computer. Recently

an electronic machine has been taught to play

chess well enough to beat fairly good human

players. Such machines far excel persons in

solving some kinds of problems. Occasionally

someone argues, with quite straight face, that

the computer is a better machine than the hu-

man machine. Man, it appears, no longer

makes decisions and shapes his destiny. He is

a mechanism within the cosmic mechanism.

That story started a few centuries ago when

a group of brilliant scientists—Copernicus,

Kepler, Galileo, Pascal, and Newton, among

others—discovered methods of correlating fac-

tual observations with mathematical formulas

in order to describe and predict the processes
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of nature. They revised our picture of the uni-

verse and gave the human race new powers.

They were rightly impressed with the poten-

tiality of mathematics. Some of them (called

mathematical rationalists) concluded that the

universe is a vast machine. One of these was

the French genius of the seventeenth century,

Rene Descartes, who discovered analytic geom-

etry. It is stylish these days to blame Descartes

for all that has gone wrong in modern rational-

ism. That is unfair, but he is as good a symbol

of the trouble as anyone.

Descartes asked the deep question: What is

the place of persons in this great machine-uni-

verse? His answer was that human beings are

the thinkers who figure out how the machine

ticks. And he came up with a remarkable defi-

nition of the self, a definition which is both

clearly true and utterly foolish: "I am a thing

that thinks."^

Obviously everyone thinks—^we hope. But

no one has to say, "I am a thing that thinks.'*

One might just as well say, "I am a thing that

eats." Or, "I am a thing that struggles." Or, as



34 THE EXISTENTIALIST POSTURE

some modern novelists (and a few of the ex-

istentialists) seem to say, "I am a thing that

stinks." But one can say, "I am a self who hopes

and fears, who loves and despises, who exists

in anxiety and decision."

But the vogue was to define the self as a

thinker, often (with a narrowing of Descartes'

broad conception of thought) as a computer.

Personality was on the way to becoming a

rather inefiicient machine.

Threat No. 2. Man is a comfort seeker.

Writers have been warning us that the sturdy,

independent American is fast becoming an

"other-directed" personality or an "organiza-

tion man." This tendency, however recent it

may be, has older roots. They go back to the

development in the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries of a common-sense ethic, sometimes

called bourgeois morality. It followed mathe-

matical rationalism and had more direct effect

upon everyday life. After all, only a few peo-

ple are mathematicians, but everyone claims

common sense.
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This ethic guides the respectable citizen,

who is in business for a profit, who keeps his

bargains, pays his debts, rarely kicks up a com-

motion. Such virtues usually pay. Their social

value becomes painfully evident whenever peo-

ple disregard them. But the ethic has little to

do with the passionate loyalty and daring cour-

age of an Old Testament prophet or of Jesus.

Some of our forefathers tried hard to show

that this new ethic was Christian. Others were

rather proud that it was not the Christian ethic.

They boasted of their skepticism and radical

independence of authority. Some of them

struck bold blows for freedom, but more of

them were merely stuffy. It takes conviction to

do anything remarkable. The skeptics, lacking

strong convictions, often became conformists.

Thus, though this bourgeois ethic cleared

away some old-fashioned hokum, it introduced

some new hokum of its own. Jeremy Bentham's

"utilitarian" ethic taught the sensible man how
to get the most pleasure in the long run with

the least painful consequences. It even offered

a "calculus of pleasure"—a formula to guide
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behavior. Bentham almost perfected his theory

to the point where the calculating machine

could figure morality better than a man. Deci-

sion, guilt, and sacrifice were obsolete. Once

again man was losing his selfhood.

Threat No. 3- Man is a gadget on the as-

sembly line. The industrial revolution of the

nineteenth century brought this threat. With

this revolution came vast factories, the modern

metropolis, the modern suburb, the modern

war. All of us enjoy its benefits and breathe its

spirit. We also carry its burden.

One example shows the point. A new phrase

entered the language: "the labor market." If

we were not so used to it, we might think it

one of the most gruesome phrases ever in-

vented. One's labor—one's self in action—^is

a commodity for sale. A factory employs thou-

sands of "hands." Newspaper writers comment

dispassionately that the economy works best

when there are three or four million unem-

ployed, forming a "labor pool" and permitting

flexibility in industry. We easily forget that the
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hands working or unemployed are persons

longing to be human and to plan their own

futures.

The standard of living, the relative safety

from hunger and disease, the leisure are all

gains. But the system which offers these oppor-

tunities to selfhood brings perils which have

destroyed selves.

Threat No. 4. Man is an anhnal. Darwin

published his Origin of Species in 1849. The

hypothesis of organic evolution, supported by

a mass of data, cleared up a lot of chaotic

thought. But the dogma of popular Darwinism,

that evolution offered the decisive clue to the

nature of man, produced more confusion than

clarity. A few enthusiasts worked out a "Social

Darwinism," the notion that struggle for sur-

vival shows the best way to organize a society.

That led to the glorifying of conduct that

would normally be considered subhuman.

A Gilbert and Sullivan opera commented:

Darwinian Man, though well-behaved,

At best is only a monkey shaved!



38 THE EXISTENTIALIST POSTURE

Not everyone took that as a joke. The of-

tener people believed it, the oftener it came

true.

There were more threats. But these are

enough to mention. Not all drove in the same

direction. Any one person will find it hard to

believe that he is simultaneously a thinking

mechanism, a stodgy conformist, a cog in the

industrial process, and a predatory animal. But

all the threats, battering at mankind, beat down

the self-consciousness of free, responsible per-

sons, capable of decision, of guilt, of heroism.

Yet man resists being caged—even for his

own good. When pressures cramp the existen-

tial posture, he rebels.

Beginnings of Rebellion

Rebellions seldom stay within channels. This

one exploded in many directions. But all its

blasts defied a society that nagged or cajoled

men to be less than men.

A group of dramatic characters asserted^the

meaning of selfhood jn the u nigin;^ inrliiiiAi-

ality of every person. They appealed to experi-



THE EXISTENTIALIST REVOLT 39

ence—not justthe experience that comi^

rhroiigh_the_sense organs_butjhe_experience ofl

the_jxtfal-inaiir-They^^^

ot.j:he-4)erson,~l!hex_jwer^ reasoa-.

aboutexperience-fettt-nortoideny it^4ioLto_iotce_

it into unreal rational-^^ttetns, They:__ap:

proached life as actors^ not as spectators. They

acknowledged a mystery of selfhood that no

^•efiSOning rr>nlz^--^figTrr^--~7^rri7"~'nn inrlnQfrT^Ttgm^

control.

The rebellion came like an earthquake with

its preliminary tremors, its massive shocks, its

continuing reverberations. The whole action

was, and is, intricate. I shall point to just a few

major episodes.

The preliminary tremor finds its best symbol

in Pascal (1623-1662). Two centuries ahead

of time, his sensitive mind felt the threats that

others would discern much later.

A scientific genius, Pascal pushed forward

the frontiers of physics and mathematics. He
was thrilled with the power of the mind, which

makes tiny man greater than the colossal uni-

verse which cannot think. Like Descartes, he
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declared that man without thought simply

would not be man.

But then he rebelled against the whole ra-

tionalistic spirit of his age. Inventing a calcu-

lating machine, he showed that in its ability to

solve problems it was more like man than any

animal, but that it lacked life. And he asked

the haunting question: What does it mean to

be a living person in this universe that science

is discovering? He looked for the meaning for

persons of a cosmos that runs so blindly, so

mathematically, not even knowing that people

are here. He wrote: "The eternal silence of

these infinite spaces frightens me." And he

wondered: "Who has put me here? By whose

order and direction have this place and time

been allotted to me?"^

Although he was both scientist and Chris-

tian, Pascal was totally uninterested in the

popular attempts to show that nature proves

there is a God. The issue, he said, is not to

know something ahouf deity, but to love and

trust a merciful God. We find God, not by

objective calculations but by personal decision
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of venturing trust. The lostness of man in the

infinite spaces, the wretchedness of the sinner

without God are the experiences that lead man

to God. So this master of Scientific reasoning

declared, "The heart has its reasons, which

reason does not know."^

As a Roman Catholic in controversy with

the Pope, Pascal worried about the sources of

authority. Although he often appealed to the

Bible and Christian tradition, he found his own

"call" to speak in no external authority, but

simply in "the necessity of speaking."*

In many ways Pascal was an existentialist

before his time: in his appeal to personal ex-

perience, his shift from objectivity to involve-

ment, his exploration of anxiety and guilt, his

acceptance of responsibility for urgent indi-

vidual decision. But people were not ready to

listen. The time was coming when they would

be.

Existentialism Arrives

Society and philosophy pushed the lid down on

rebellions like Pascal's. But as the lid pressed
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tighter, the pressures underneath got more in-

tense. By the nineteenth century they let go.

The Victorian century, the time that appears

confident, complacent, and rather boring, was

the time of the protesting giants who managed

tq„shake the foundations of their age and ours.

L^oren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) made ex-

istentialism a self-conscious movement and

created much of its vocabulary. From his look-

out in Denmark he saw a European society

smothering itself in conformity and rational-

ism. He set out to jab it and irritate it. He ridi-

culed the philosophers (like Hegel) whose

grandiose systems answered all the questions

—

without even asking the main question: Who
am I? What does it mean to he an existing

person? What insecurities and inner agonies

are covered over by these foolishly confident

explanations of all reality? We shall look

further at his major themes in the next chapter^

Halfway across the continent the troubled

Russian, Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881),

poured out his anxieties and his thirst for free-

dom in mighty novels. Especially in his Notes
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from Underground'' he depicted a troubled

character, both repulsive and fascinating, who

made a prophetic complaint. He derided ir-

reverently any "laws of nature" which, with

stone-wall stubbornness, denied that he was

free, calculated with cause-effect certainty

whether or not he could make a face at some-

one, and turned him from a man into a "piano-

key." He decided that if he did not like "twice

two makes four," he would not be reconciled

to it. Likewise he attacked the bourgeois mor-

ality of prosperity and peace, a morality which

assumed that man lives "to keep out of the

rain." He preferred to act out of spite or ca-

price or stupidity, to seek suffering and fan-

tastic dreams, in order to achieve what is "most

precious" of all: individuality.

Back in Germany, Friedrich Nietzsche

(1844-1900) made passionate outbursts

against the cult of mediocrity and conformity.

Nietzsche has had a bad press—^which, no

doubt, he asked for—but his message has gone

on to trouble the world. He ridiculed the timid

morality of the churches and announced that
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God is dead. Yet the famous psychologist C. G.

Jung has said that "history cannot support

many men as reHgious as Nietzsche."^ Every

person, exulted Nietzsche, is a "unique won-

der," never to be repeated in all history. But

men, liking comfort and inertia, afraid of their

neighbors, yield to their herd-instinct and re-

ject "the greatest joy of existence"—to "live

dangerously." Nietzsche's writings pulse with

the sense of striving and of despair.

Completely opposed to these men in many

ways was the man nobody could ignore, Karl

Marx (1818-1883). But he is at least halfway

an existentialist. Rejecting the spectator-role,

Marx declared that whereas other philosophers

tried to describe reality, he proposed to change

it. He fought the industrial system which

stifled personal freedom and "alienated" men

from each other and from the products of their

work. It is ironical that the Marxist philosophy,

which aimed to free men, has enslaved so many.

The blame rests partly on Marx, the prisoner

of his own dogmatism, and partly on those who
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have used his name in their own cruel drive to

subject men.

These intense, dramatic men ( Pascal, Kierke-

gaard, Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, and Marx ) , with

little or no co-operation among themselves,

have managed to shift the terms on which men
live today. All of them were abnormal charac-

ters. All had bad health. They were lonely,

having no friends or treating their friends

badly. All were sufferers. Three skirted in-

sanity. Not one was the type a mother hopes

her boy will turn out to be.

Then why not reject and ignore them? Well,

anyone will reject much that they did. But ig-

noring them is harder. Their sickness fore-

shadowed the deep sickness of society that has

destroyed so many lives in the twentieth cen-

tury. They help us to understand ourselves.

And they point, in perverse or in admirable

ways, to the fact that persons can become more

than "well-adjusted" fragments of the social

mass.

One more man, who was not an existen-
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tialist but who belongs in this story, is Sig-

mund Freud (1856-1939). Some existential-

ists aim a sharp attack on Freud for tracing

human decisions to hidden compulsions rather

than to freedom. But by clinical methods this

physician confirmed part of what the existen-

tialists had been saying in poetic and dramatic

language. However Freud's specific conclu-

sions may be modified, his recognition of a self

below the surface is here to stay. After Freud

it is hard to imagine that anyone will ever

again say, "I am a thing that thinks."

The nineteenth-century existentialists did

not convince everyone. Many people did not

even hear about them. More pretended that

they did not. But the age-old existential posture

had become an "ism.**

Perhaps it should not be called an "ism.**

Its furious energy breaks through all formulas,

and most of its spokesmen resent being

"typed" by a name. But convenience needs a

vocabulary. So in this book existentialism is the

diverse movement coming out of the modern
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revolt. As for adjectives, existential refers to the

perennial posture; existentialist to the modern

movement and its distinctively modern posture.

Whatever we call it, the revolt had a future.

It was destined for a new burst, of energy in

Europe after the First World War, in all the

Western World after the Second.



FOUR

THE DISTURBING DANE

"That Individual" is the epitaph Soren

Kierkegaard proposed for himself. And "that

individual" he was.

In a double sense he is the central figure in

existentialism. First, he set the style of the

movement in writings unforgettably fervent,

glittering, tempestuous, witty, and devout.

Second, he was the living existentialist, in-

volved to the hilt in all that he wrote. Like

ancient Socrates, who talked and was philoso-

phy;\]gierkegaard both wrote smd lived existen-

, tialisi^

It is tempting to examine his life. The ma-

terials are dramatic enough: his lonely oddity

of appearance and character; his burden of his

father's guilt and his own; his courtship and

engagement to Regina; his agonizing break

48
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with her, due partly to inner conflicts, partly to

a peculiar sense of vocation; his double life as

a public "frivolous bird" and a private "peni-

tent"; his prolific writings in a short career; his

inner torment and experience of grace; his at-

tack upon the Church in the name of faithful-

ness to Christ.

Furthermore, on Kierkegaard's own advice

we should look at him. In true existentialist

manner he derides the practice of separating

the writing from the writer. He invites us to

look at himself—so that he may make us look

at -ourselves. His own life he called "an epi-

gram calculated to make people aware."

iR^ichard Niebuhr describes- him in a vivid sen-

tence. He shows us a "series of signs on the

road, which read 'This way to the signpost' ";

then "when we arrive at the signpost we will

find a hand pointing nowhere except directly

at us."'

But this is a very short book. So, with a pro-

found apology to Kierkegaard, I shall say little

more of his career and get on to his writings.
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After a slow start—a Danish writer reaches

few people at first—^his works have come to

reverberate through Europe and America. More

than twenty volumes are available in English,

all published in a remarkable burst of energy

since 1936 (eighty-one years after Kierke-

gaard's death). The disturbing Dane has found

his audience.

It would be absurd (to use one of his favor-

ite words) to sum up Kierkegaard's teachings.

He does not lay out his ideas in orderly fashion.

Anyone who puts them in order distorts them.

Like a literary boxer, Kierkegaard jabs, feints,

catches his reader off-balance. He drives you

(for his writings are always directed at you)

into a corner, pummels you, offers you a way

out and dares you to take it. He makes you

laugh as he turns his whiplike wit on someone,

then agonize as the backlash catches you. He
pours out sarcasms and invective, then instan-

taneously shifts to humble and reverent prayer.

Yet I shall try the risky business of describ-

ing a few of the themes that he infused into

existentialism.
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The Critique of Rationalism

Everyone who dislikes the existentialists calls

them irrationalists. That seems to end discus-

sion. Actually, however, it only raises an issue.

Diderot, the French revolutionist, once wrote

satirically: "Astray at night in an immense

forest, I have only a small light to guide me. A
stranger comes along and tells me: 'My friend,

blow out your candle so as to see your way

better.' This stranger is a theologian."^

That is a devastating blow—if it connects.

Perhaps it is a wild haymaker that misses most

theologians (who, after all, make a career of

reasoning about religion). But all the heirs of

Diderot think that his punch hits squarely the

existentialists. The existentialist has an answer.

He says that Diderot's man in the woods can

make a fool of himself in two ways. (1) He

can blow out the light. ( 2 ) He can assume that

his candle is a giant searchlight which illu-

mines the whole woods and takes all the risk

out of his adventure.

If error No. 1 is stupidity, error No. 2 is a
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, 'crazed hallucination. The wise man will use all

the light he has, without deceiving himself

about how much he has. Pascal, years before

Diderot, said that there is "nothing so con-

formable to reason" as a certain "disavowal of

reason.

All the existentialists try to determine, as

accurately as possible, the extent of reason's

r
light. All reason as much as they can. But all

refuse to deny experiences that they cannot

explain (as I refuse to deny gravitation even

though I cannot explain it). And, going

further, they insist that reason can never re-

move from life the risk of personal decision.

Kierkegaard understands very well that ob-

jective reasoning about evidence is the only

way to settle some questions. He knows that

people trap themselves in their illusions, that

detachment from factual reality is insanity.

But, he continues,| it is not enough that a man
know the objective truth; he must himself be

truthfully related to the objective reality.

Kierkegaard makes the point with one of his

characteristic stories.* i
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A man escapes from an insane asylum. He
decides to convince people that he is sane by

talking rationally. Finding a ball on the

ground, he puts it in the tail pocket of his

coat. As he walks, the ball bounces against his

rear end. And at every bounce, he says, "Bang,

the earth is round." Though he tells the ob-

jective truth, he does not demonstrate his

sanity. Now, says Kierkegaard, he would not

do better to say that the earth is flat. Objective

truth is better than objective falsity. But more

important than both is subjective truth—that

is, the truth of a subject (a person) rightly re-

lated to reality. That is the meaning of the re-

peated statements: tTruth is subjectivity.'""

"Truth consists precisely in inwardness^*'^

Consequently, says Kierkegaard, ^an can be

related to God only "by virtue of the infinite

passion of inwardness."^ The attempts to gtx. at

God by objective logical arguments are ridicu-

lous. \ Although Kierkegaard sees the flaws

which logicians have found in the "proofs" of

God's existence, his major objection is some-

thing else. \ro stand apart from God and try to
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prove his reality is to remove oneself from the

inward relation which alone makes possible any

knowledge of GQdjJWith typically flamboyant

rhetoric he says: 'ISp, rather let us sin, sin out

and out, seduce maidens, murder men, commit

highway robbery. . .
."^ God can still get at us.

But when we coolly stand off from God and try

to prove that he is there, he cannot reach ju^.

Rationalism, whether in theology or in gen-

eral philosophy, has never quite recovered its

old health since the battering of the early ex-

istentialists. ';But Kierkegaard's attack leaves

two major problems:

1. Like all Christians since Paul, Kierke-

gaard sees the "offense" and the "foolishness"

to our normal inclinations in the Gospel of

God's act in Christ. Then he goes on to exult

so much in the "absurdity" of faith that one

must sometimes wonder what reason can do to

distinguish truth from nonsense in religion.

2. Sometimes Kierkegaard suggests that it

does not matter too much what a person be-

lieves so long as he believes it with passionate

commitment. At other times he rejects any such
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"devilish" wisdom. This conflict he left to fu-

ture existentialism. Today some existentialists

put great importance in the content of belief;

others think the manner of belief is the truly

important thingTl

Self-Discovery

Existentialism, we have noticed, starts with the

question: "Who am I? What does it mean for

me to exist as a unique IndividimB/^ That turns

out to be an impossibly difficult question. No
one ever answers it. But to begin to answer it,

even to ask it in all seriousness, is a momentous

event.

The great obstacle to an answer is that each

of us fears to understand himself. Living by

false self-images, we lack the nerve to explore

ourselves without illusion. Personality is fiend-

ishly elusive in its tricks of self-deception.

If we begin to get past the delusions^~we dis-

cover at the core of selfhood a deep anxiety.

(In everyday language the word anxiety has

become so trivial that perhaps we should say

dread.y~Some people will not admit this; they
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are the cowards who manage to cover up.

' Those with the honesty to see themselves can

discover this anxiety. Almost everybody has

moments of insight when he catches this truth.

7 \^hat causes such anxiety? The plainest an-

swer is simply that Jifc-ix-i22X£C^-f-^. And man
can see beyond his own limitations just

enough to crave the security he never attains.

He finds tentative security in home or joB^or

reputation. But, unless he is an expert in self-

deception, he knows that these are all tem-

porary, as he is himself temporary. Absolutely

nothing in this world can satisfy his craving.

Furthermore, man has the dizzying privilege

of choosing what he will be. Of course, heredity

and environment enter in. But each of us does

something with his heredity and environment.

Qm decisions make ourselves. Once in all time

exists this specific self, able to do and be what

no one else can do and be. This is the anxious,

the "dreadful" responsibility of each self.

At this point many people ask: Is all this

necessary? What good can such talk do? Of

course, there is a lot of anxiety around. But
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doesn't talking about it simply ruin people's

confidence? Isn't it more healthy to forget it

and be moderately happy without such worries?

The existentialist answer, contrary to some

rumors, is not a sour desire to see everybody

turn morose. Existentialists can enjoy parties,

friendship, sports. (Kierkegaard was a devotee

of the theater.) But, '^ says the existentialist,

when you enjoy life, know what you are doing..

Yes, many people get along fairly well in a

mediocre, conventional sort of life. As long

as health and finances are favorable, the neigh-

bors decent, the children out of trouble, and

the nation out of war, they feel pretty secure.

But this security is an evasion. It is always

vulnerable. A change of events (cancer, war,

bad luck) can bring the roof crashing in at

any moment, for life is basically insecure.

Furthermore, this mediocrity settles for a sub-

human level of living instead of genuine ex-

istence. It saves one from the awful anxiety of

taking responsibility for the making of a self.

If Kierkegaard is right, our churches actu-

ally harm us when they develop cults of "peace
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of mind" and "positive thinking." They en-

courage evasion instead of honest self-search-

ing. They would do better to tear away our

illusions, until we see ourselves in our "sickness

unto death."^ Only then will healing really be

ossible.

J^erkegaard tries to work past our normal

tricks of deception in his famous description of

the three stages of life. In the aesthetic stage,

where we all have a yen to live, one takes life

in terms of unfettered enjoyment. Like a stone

skipping on the surface of the water, he gaily

tastes the delights of life. But as the stone must

sink, the aesthetic life must end in despair.

Enjoyment without commitment cannot sup-

port it for long.

Despair then drives one to decision. In reso-

lute choice one becomes a real person. Struggle

and responsibility are the marks of real self-

hood. But this ethical stage brings experiences

of remorse and penitence. It is no use to say,

with perhaps a sidelong glance at the Kinsey

report, that one's behavior is as good as aver-

age, for ethical decision means commitment,



THE DISTURBING DANE 59

and human beings are halfhearted in their

commitments. Once again the result is despair.

Now the self must either revive the futile

hopes that have already failed it—or drive on

to the religious stage. Here one knows himself

as a person responsible to God. He learns the

meaning of sin and suffering, with all the cheap

veils torn away. For sin is not just a nasty act.

It is the fear and distrust that keep us away

from God. But to know oneself as a suffering

sinner is a gain. Suffering has a grandeur that

was missing in the falsity of a life that kept

trying not to suffer. And suffering may open

the way to the knowledge of God's love, which

brings joy and peace rather than despair. The

aesthetic and ethical, not destroyed but de-

throned, will then find their rightful place in

true existence. But that outcome depends upon

"the leap of faith."

The Leap of Faith

The only answer to radical despair is radical

trust. But we prefer not to be so radical. We
like to move gradually into faith, without ever
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letting go of the old efforts at security. We
aim to make the gap so easy that someone can

cross it without ever realizing it. We are, says

Kierkegaard, like a comic character in a Danish

play, who "little by little, reached the point of

assuming that almost having passed his exami-

nations was the same as having passed them."^^

Or we are like the poor swimmer who wants

to keep a toe on the bottom rather than trust

himself to the water. He is not really a swim-

mer until he "ventures far out," abandoning

the support of the bottom for the support of

the water. Faith is like lying on "70,000

fathoms of water," relying solely on the buoy-

ancy of the sea.

It is important to notice that Kierkegaard is

not describing the psychology of instantaneous

conversion. A person usually struggles through

a long period of time, just as he may very

gradually learn to swim. Still there is the de-

cisive difference between trusting the waves

and trusting a foothold on the bottom. What
Kierkegaard is saying is that^there can be no

Christianity without venturing, without dan-
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gerous trust in God. "Without risk there is no

faith."

Hence faith requires a ''leap." This leap is

not, as is sometimes said, a kind of desperate

lurch of the emotions that leaves the mind be-

hind. It is a decision of the whole self—mind,

will, feeling. But no one coasts into faith.

The real problem is not (as we like to

think) doubt versus faith. If so, there might

be any number of halfway points. One could

move from doubt to probability to virtual cer-

tainty. But the actual conflict is despair and

defiance versus trust. Here there are no halfway

points.^

Thus Kierkegaard upsets a great deal of

conventional talk about Christianity. The im-

portant question is not "What are the Christian

beliefs.'^" In fact, that question is often a cow-

ardly escape from the real question: "How
can I become a Christian?"

And \to become a Christian, says Kierke-

gaard, is to become contemporaneous with

Christ. So long as Christ is somebody, even a

very important somebody, who lived many
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centuries ago, I have less to do with him than

with many people whom I meet nowadays. If

he becomes my contemporary, then I know his

commands and promises are addressed to me.

The Christian shares in the suffering and cour-

age of Christ.

Yet Christ is an offense to mankind. His

commands are cruelly severe. Even his kindliest

statements are offensive. "Come hither, all ye

that labour and are heavy laden, I will give

you rest."^^ That sounds very lovely and peace-

ful. But look who says it! The humblest of men.

Someone who, unlike the foxes and birds, has

no place to lay his head. Someone who leads us

to Golgotha. How can such a person be the

God-man? No wonder we cannot by common
sense ease our way into faith. No wonder faith

is a daring leap>

And it is a continuous leap. No one can say

with satisfaction, "Last year I made the leap.

Now I have landed on the other side. Now I

have faith." Even if in some crisis I conquered

my fears, the next threat may find me vulner-

able again.^ faith is a constant, risky venture.
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So one lives in "fear and trembling." For "fear

and trembling signifies that a God exists. /

The Attack upon Christendom

It takes no great brains to see that people prefer

to avoid this kind of leap. Yet they would find

it embarrassing to come out openly and reject

Christian faith. So society and the churches

have invented a new technique to spare man-

kind. Gradually they have transformed Chris-

tianity to mean the very opposite of the New
Testament, ^liey have made Christianity stand

for the conventional, comfortable life that

everybody desires, instead^f for lonely, cour-

ageous obedience to Christ.J
Worship has become hypocrisy. A comfort-

able preacher talks to a comfortable congrega-

tion about the glory of sacrifice and humility

—

and, says Kierkegaard , nobody laughs. The

more eloquently the preacher describes the suf-

ferings of Christ, the more successful, prosper-

ous, and comfortable the preacher becomes.

Thus we conspire to "make a fool" out of

God. And it turns out to be easy to do

—
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easier than making a fool out of some stupid

person; for God, who in his unchangeable

majesty might be invulnerable to us, lets us

hurt him—as he showed on Golgotha. And he

lets us make a fool out ofJbim.

But, says Kierkegaard, i!X would rather gam-

ble, carouse, fornicate, steal, murder, than take

part in making a fool of God."^^ Our dishonest

worship and our easy assumption that we are

Christians turn out to be our worst sins.\

The passionate question which comes to

dominate Kierkegaard's writings is How can

one become a Christian in Christendom}

"Christendom has done away with Christianity,

without being quite aware of it."^* If we knew

nothing of Christ, the message about him

might shock us into a decision of loyalty or

rejection. But now we are immune. Thinking

that we already are Christians, we are undis-

turbed.

In the last months of his life, Kierkegaard

set out to deliver the needed shock. In a series

of newspaper articles and pamphlets he at-

tacked the sham of the established religion.



THE DISTURBING DANE 65

His weapons range from the tiny rapier to

heavy artillery. The reader both delights in his

skill in combat and feels the pain of getting

wounded.

Sometimes Kierkegaard's attack is too bitter.

He comes close to the heresy of saying that the

world is evil. He almost forgets, it seems, that

Gospel means "Good News."

But he does know how to tell the Gospel.

As he wrote in his journal, (^This is all I have

known for certain, that God is love. Even if I

have been mistaken on this or that point: God
is nevertheless love."^"* 1
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THE FRACTURED FAMILY

The lonely bachelor, Soren Kierkegaard,

left no biological offspring. But his intellectual

and spiritual heirs are a large and noisy tribe.

They can never possibly hold a family reunion.

Not only are they scattered too far. Even if they

could be collected, the occasion would make

the wildest dog fight look mild. But let an

innocent rationalist of the pre-existentialist

variety—there are a few left—walk into their

midst, and they forget their internal feuds to

gang up on him.

Not all these existentialists claim descent

from Kierkegaard. Nor do I mean to imply

that he is the main impulse behind the whole

group. Some owe more to Nietzsche or Luther

or even Thomas Aquinas. But somewhere in

the family tree of all is "that individual." Or,

at the very least, he has shaken the limbs of all

the family trees.
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The Great Divide

It is natural that existentialism should frag-

ment into bewildering variety. It sees all the

irrationalities in life and fights its way through

them by acts of will. It announces that the im-

portant truth is not the objective facts on which

we can all agree, but the personal truth which

the self confesses. Hence every act of self-

discovery by a struggling individual brings

something new into the history of existential-^

ism.

Running through the many divisions is one

which works like a continental divide. Some

existentialists, living on opposite sides of the

divide, can scarcely see or talk across it. Others,

living nearer, shout across it daily. And a few

perch precariously on the divide itself, equally

inclined to slip off on either side. Yet all know

the divicje^ is there, affecting them at every

moment. *pn the one side are those whose lives

are a passionate cry for God. On the other side

are the clamorous atheists^-

Why, people often wonder, can such con-
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trary voices sound from the same movement?

We can best see why if we think of Kierke-

gaard's "leap of faith." In self-discovery, with

its revelation of insecurity, despair, and guilt,

comes the moment when one sees the futility

of many human concerns. Only then can he

make the leap.

For the men of faith this leap is the highest

act of courag^ It means the shaking off of all

illusions, the daring venture to truth. He who

leaps must leave behind the many who cling

to their insecurities. They are too timid to let

go. Bound to convention, dependent on their

illusions, they must keep at least one toe on the

beach, even though the waves may at any

moment wash away this footing. They can

never know the glorious freedom of answering

God's call—of casting off onto 70,000 fathoms

of._water.

JThe atheists accept the first part of this

description. They agree in the courageous un-

masking of illusions. But, they say, the men of

faith refuse to follow the adventure to the

end. Their leap of faith is itself one more illu-
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sion. Actually beyond the leap is nothing.

Courage acknowledges the nothing and says

openly that the only resouri:es j3£jiie^^.^seli_are^

within the self. Without weeping_or_wailing^

we had better recognize that life is a trap. No
one can rescue us from the trap. The only vic-

tory is defiance and the assertion of freedoihT)

Both these groups are trying to be utterly

honest. That is, they are trying to be as nearly

honest as human beings can become, because

all existentialists know that in the devious ways

of self-deception no one is completely honest.

Why do two groups, both reporting the reality

they see, bring such different reports? Because

the will has as much as the mind to do with

anyone's account of life. So the issue really

is one of courage—not of bravado or of seeing

who can shout loudest, "See how bold I am,"

but of steadfast courage.

That is why existentialism has produced

some of the most penetrating testimonies of

faith and some of the most ruthless declarations

of atheism in our time. {As, Carl Michalson

has aptly said, existentialism is at the least
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a road to Golgotha. "But at the end of that

road one may as easily find . . . only two thieves

as find the suffering savior."^!

The ''Death of God''

*^Jhe trumpet call of the atheistic existentialists

sounded from Nietzsche in 1882. "God is

dead." The proof? Look at the churches. They

are the tombs of God. Their timidity and com-

placent mediocrity are the overwhelming evi-

dence that no God reigns over them or calls

men to dangerous faith.

,

Notice how close ^Nietzsche's atheism comes

to Kierkegaard's Christianity. Kierkegaard had

accused the churches of making a fool of God.

Nietzsche, knowing nothing of Kierkegaard's

protest, declares that the churches are God's

sepulchers. So close and so vastly distant are

the Christian and the atheist.

God is dead, says Nietzsche, because we

human beings have killed him. This mighty

deed is reason both to exult and to tremble.

We have murdered the holy and powerful

deity! No greater act can there be. No ordinary
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rite of atonement can cleanse us. What then

can we do? "Shall we not ourselves have to

become gods, merely to seem worthy of it?*'^

All this is either adolescent bravura or a

piercing declaration of human responsibility.

The existentialists constantly argue which it is.

In either case it is a powerful irritant to the

religiosity of a land which argues that a boom

in church building is the sign of a "back-to-

God" movement. It might be that people give

their millions of dollars each year because they

want to bury God.

idestof^the ex i.<;fenti^

)

isf<;

)een atheists. Where the movement has

become a fad, its mood has often been "God-

be-forgotten" or "God-be-damned"—if those

phrases can be taken not as casual profanity but

in their most literal meaning. Even when

atheism has been most blatant and irreverent,

it has often come close to deep seriousness.

We can readily see this even in a hasty look

at two great writers. In the next few pages, I
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shall, at the cost of ignoring many things they

say, point toward their significance for the one

question of faith in God.

Martin Heyegggr is usually listed among

the atheists. Perhaps he belongs there. More

likely, he is living directly on the continental

divide. His ponderous prose, written partly in

German and partly in words of his own inven-

tion, is notoriously difficult. His early works

exhibited immense learning and complicated

structure. More recently he has turned to cryp-

tic writings and to concentration on some great

poets. The newer mood shows through in the

title of the book, Holzwege (literally, "paths

in the woods").

One might say that Heidegger's favorite

subject is nothing. If this seems to be an un-

promising start, it turns out otherwise. The

most fundamental fact about selfhood, he says,

is that each of us is constantly drifting toward

nothing. We shall die, and the decaying^ corpse

that will be left is not a self. Heidegger offers

no hint of a continuing life after death. The

destiny of the self is to be nothing.
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Life is finitude, temporality. The person

has been "thrown into" this world. He is not

at home here. He has no root here. Yet he

has no place except this.

But right here each person has the oppor-

tunity to achieve authentic existence. (In

American vocabulary we might say: to become

a genuine self.) Existence is not offered us on

a platter. Timidity lures us to drag out our

lives on a subhuman level. But existence is a

possibility. We can attain it through courage.

In this courage we recognize that we are sur-

rounded by nothing. (Not that there are no

atoms or electromagnetic fields "out there," but

there is nothing for us.) We have come from

nothing and every moment of life is a move-

ment toward nothing. To know and accept this

fact is to achieve a self-understanding that can

almost be called salvation.

Clearly enough, Heidegger is not, and does

not_wnt jo_he>.JL_Chrism rejects con-

ventional conceptions of God. But he writes

much about "Being"—this mystery which is

both the source of our lives and the nothing
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which swallows us up. Now and then his

language comes close to that of fanious mystics

in the Christian tradition. Heidegger does not

so much deny the reality of God as deny puny

false gods. There he has something in common

with the Christian Bible.

^Jean-Paul Sartre, by contrast, is a plain-

spoken, almost blatant athejst .JMore than any-

one else, he has made existentialism famous.

In complete contrast to the isolated Heidegger,

he is a public character and man about town.

Successively a teacher and novelist, soldier,

prisoner of war who escaped, worker on an

underground newspaper of the French Resist-

ance Movement during the Nazi occupation,

he came into his greatest prominence when the

war ended. His novels, short stories, and plays

reached an audience that never reads technical

philosophy. Living an off-beat life in Paris,

he was the picturesque person about whom a

coterie could readily gather. The nonconform-

ists (who usually like to rebel within some

cultic conformity ) found him their man. Amer-
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icans in Paris stopped to gape at Sartre, writing

in his favorite barroom, and brought back a

legend that made it hard to take the man

seriously. What they overlooked was (1) a

French tradition of writing in cafes and (2)

Sartre's unheated hotel room which made it

rather practical for him to write in the near-by

bar.

Actually Sartre is a serious philosopher. His

atheism, far from a devil-may-care attitude, has

a serious aim. ^ejs less concerned to d^rove

God than to insist that God's existence, even

if)X were true, would make no difference.
"What man needs is to find himself ^gain and.

to understand that nothing can save him from

himseiifjaiot even a valid proof of the existence

of God:l}

That last sentence calls for examination. Sup-

pose Kierkegaard could read it. In one sense,

he.jivould say, Sartre could not be more right.

A proof of God's existence can save no one.

All the objective props for security are futile.

Man does need to discover himself. But then,

the Danish pioneer would continue, man will
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never discover himself until he understands his

own brief and troubled time against the back-

ground of the eternal reality which gave him

life. And he will respond to eternity either in

rebellion or in trustT]

But Sartre has an answer. His atheism, for
IT—'

better or for worse, has a positive purpose: H^

wants man to take responsibility for himself,

to make his own decisions—^yes, to create his

own values. Religion is too ready to buck these

responsMkies omo G^ The religious man,

instead of making his decision and taking the

consequences, is likely to run to God to find

out what to AoTS

That argument may hurt. It may remind

the Protestant Christian of a similar dart that

he has thrown at the Roman Catholic. Have

not Protestants scorned the authoritarianism of

Rome and the dependence of the Roman

Catholic who can find an answer to every

moral dilemma by asking his priest? (The

priest either has been taught the answer or can

look it up in a book on casuistry.) Has Sartre

driven the Protestant position to its logical con-
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elusion—or absurdity—in a sort of priesthood

of all unbelievers?

Perhaps so. But not necessarily. Once again

the question is whether the "leap oi^ia>ixblL is

a,_cpui:ageous -r#spQnse„.igi the God who truly^

is or a_ flight into illusion. _^The Protestant

Christian can at least answer Sartre that re-

sponsibility—that favorite existentialist word

—^gets its meaning from response. The Chris-

tian lives by response to the Holy God who is

his Creator. He testifies that in those moments

(however rare) when he responds in grateful

trust, he answers a call to more daring adven-

ture and more genuine freedom than in the

moments ( however often ) when he defies GodJ

Atheists and Saints

Christians usually give little attention to athe-

ism. They are against it—and that is that. But

maybe that is not enough.

At least three great Christian philosophers,

representing quite different traditions, have

recently written with penetrating seriousness

about atheism: Nicholas Berdyaev (Eastern
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Orthodox), Jacques Maritain (Roman Catho-

lic), and Paul Tillich (Protestant). I shall say

more about each of these in the next chapter.

Now, selecting one of them for convenience, I

shall concentrate on Maritain's fascinating

essay, "The Meaning of Contemporary Athe-
>»4

ism.

Maritain first dismisses those atheists who

are flippant or who simply do not want to be

bothered by God. Then he looks at those who

take their stand in bold rejection of the ordi-

nary habits of respectability. And he comes to

some intriguing comparisons between atheists

and saints.

Most of us, drifting with our society, keep

up its typical religious practices. As the social

conventions change, we change—and hardly

know the difference. The serious atheist has a

more daring faith, a "greatness and generosity"

which his theories take no account of. He risks

disapproval. He sees through the idols that lure

most people into devotion.

Only the saint is more clear-sighted. He
makes the "total, stable, supremely active re-
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fusal to accept things as they are." Trusting

God, he rejects all idols, even the atheistic idols

of nature and society.

Maritain thus destroys a common idea. We
often put people on a religious spectrum. At

the extreme left is the atheist who believes

nothing. Then, moving right, we place the

groups who successively believe more and

more, until at the very right we place the true

Christian. But perhaps the rigorous atheist is

closer to God than those who believe a little,

or even than many who believe a lot.

That agrees with Carl^ Michalson, whom I

have already quoted in this chapter.[Existential-

ism of itself, he says, "does not put . . . Christ

on the middle cross, but it will put nothing else

there, either.'"*! Certainly that is better than

cluttering up Golgotha with trivial signs of

comfort, which save people from facing Christ.

The atheistic existentialists have something

to say to Christians who will listen.

Christians can reply with the Gospel. But

they had better not reply with any cheapened

version of the Gospel.
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DIRECTIONS OF FAITH

The many men of faith among the ex-

istentialists follow no party line. They cannot,

because existentialism rebels against all party

lines, pit throws each person back upon himself,

there in the inwardness of personal decision to

find his faith. Any faith taken up because of its

popularity is false faith. It is not the leap to

God but the rush to hide from God in the

crowij

Thus, for all their diversity, the religious

existentialists concur in protest against trivial

religion or easy refuge in authority. They as-

sault all forms of peace and security which

refuse to face the portentous facts of recent

history and the trembling anxieties of the

himian spirit. They call for self-discovery with

the courage and pain which that venture re-

quires. They seek to understand what our cul-

80
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ture—including its wars, its prosperity, and its

technology—is doing to persons.

Religious existentialism is as dazzling as a

display of fireworks. The most careful descrip-

tion is likely to miss the major cSect of the

display: its movement. At the cost of ignoring

some mighty themes and many subtle nuances,

I shall describe only a few examples. Because

most Americans are Protestants, Roman Catho-

lics, or Jews, I shall say something about these

three groups.

But before doing so, I must mention two

powerful figures who do not quite belong in

these groups, but who have influenced them.

The first is Nicholas Berdyaev (1874-1948),

the brilliant Russian Orthodox thinker, who

had the unusual distinction of arrest and exile

by both the Czarist and Soviet governments.

Berdyaev voiced again Dostoevsky's passionate

cry for freedom and the ancient Eastern

Church's yearning that man should become

divine. His great theme was the uniqueness and

creativity of selves in defiance of all "thing-

ification" of persons. Criticizing both commu-
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nism and capitalism for their use of persons,

he urged a "personaHst socialism." Berdyaev's

ideas fitted neither Eastern Orthodoxy nor any

other orthodoxy. But from his home in Paris

for the last twenty-five years of his life he spoke

compellingly to Christians everywhere.

Second, I should refer to Karl Jaspers of

Germany and Switzerland, who ranks with

Heidegger as one of the two most important

^'philosophers of existence." Entering philos-

ophy by way of medicine and psychiatry, he

emphasizes more than any other existentialist

the importance of science and reason. Yet he

hails Kierkegaard and Nietzsche as the two

geniuses who have transformed modern thought.

They have shown that there can be no im-

portant thinking without self-comprehension.

Borrowing Kierkegaard's word "shipwreck,"

Jaspers says that only by passing through

anxiety and hopelessness can the philosopher

find the way to faith and to truth. He takes a

road between Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, "be-

tween revealed faith and atheism." His "leap**

is the "leap to transcending thinking," which
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brings him to reverence before "Transcend-

ence" but skepticism of Christianity. Although

he owes much to the Bible, he regards as con-

fining some of the doctrines in it which Chris-

tians find liberating.

Catholic Objectivity and Existentialism

Catholicism has one immediate objection to

existentialism. Thomism (the philosophy of

St. Thomas Aquinas, which has been declared

authoritative by several modern Popes) a£&rms

two ways to find religious truth:

1. Some truths can be known by man's rea-

son, even without faith. For example, any

sufficiently intelligent person with adequate

knowledge of logic and metaphysics can under-

stand the proofs for the existence of God. This

"natural theology" is objectively valid for

pagans and Christians, sinners and saints.

2. But reason alone cannot reach all the

truths necessary for salvation. God has revealed

these further doctrines. The Roman Church is

their custodian. The Pope, when he defines
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doctrine, is infallible. The churchman need

never be in doubt about any necessary doctrine.

He accepts the authority of the Church, which

holds and transmits the objective deposit of

revelation.

Obviously, then, £he Roman Church fights

against some of the favorite themes of Kierke-

gaard: that proofs of God's existence are not

only fallacious but also blasphemous; that all

objective authorities are useless; that man

flounders helplessly unless he makes the haz-

ardous ..:v^nture of self-discovery and the leap

of faithr'

That might seem to settle matters. And for

some Roman Catholics it has done so. Many

simply reject existentialism as irrational and

nihilistic. More cautiously Pope Pius XII has

condemned it at those points where it conflicts

with official doctrine.^

But the matter is not settled. For one thing,

many existentialist ideas hark back to St.

Augustine. Because such potent "heretics" as

Luther and Pascal were (in many ways) Augus-

tinian existentialists, Roman doctrine usually
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keeps Augustine subdued—but he is too great

a saint to silence.

Furthermore, Catholicism knows well that

acceptance of authoritative, objective doctrines

is not enough. ^'The glory and mystery of God

are not wrapped up in the doctrines. And the

Christian life means, beyond assent to author-

ity, a living obedience and trust. Hence many

Catholics find existentialism meaningful. ; If

they go too far, ecclesiastical authority stops

them. But the existentialist thrust appears in

the writings of many men who remain in good

repute.

Thus Christopher Dawson, the famous his-

torian, writes on "natural theology" without

ever considering the "proofs" of God's exist-

ence. Instead he describes the actual religious

life of many societies.^ And Jacques Maritain,

the foremost of Catholic philosophers, is able

to praise Kierkegaard, even while reasserting

his Thomist convictions.^ We have already

noticed Maritain's perceptive understanding of

the atheism which he thoroughly rejects.

Gabriel Marcel, a layman like Dawson and



86 THE EXISTENTIALIST POSTURE

Maritain, is more of an existentialist than

either. A dramatist, musician, and philosopher,

he was not baptized until he was nearly forty.

Describing his experience of grace, he reached

for language reminiscent of Kierkegaard

—

"fathoms deep."

Marcel is concerned with the way in which

"mass society," whether totalitarian or demo-

cratic, crushes personality. In "The Broken

World" (to use the title of one of his plays)

we destroy the reality of selves. Marcel's answer

is not the individualism of many existentialists.

He starts with "we" rather than "I." And he

says that "we" do not know each other except

as we live in the "Mystery of Being."* Mystery

—unlike a problem, which is something to be

solved—is the nexus of the imaginative life.

Personality, love, beauty, death, and Being are

mysteries. We live in wonder with them.

Although Thomists find Marcel unorthodox,

they often appreciate him.^ Some Protestants

find him the best of the existentialists.
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Judaism and I-Thou

Many strains of thought enter into the rich

diversity of modern Judaism. Orthodoxy, with

its emphasis upon law and cult, frequently

finds existentialism too iconoclastic. Reform

Judaism often accuses it of irrationalism and

pessimism. Yet a powerful Jewish existential-

ism today is stirring thought and devotion, not

only in the synagogue but also in churches and

schools outside Judaism. It speaks through such

pioneers as Franz Rosenzweig (d. 1929) and

Martin Buber, and through such second-gen-

eration thinkers as Abraham Heschel and Will

Herberg.

Buber is the great patriarchal figure whose

shadow has stretched, first from Austria and

Germany, then (since 1938) from Jerusalem,

across the world of religious thought. Pro-

foundly Jewish, yet often critical of organized

Judaism, he has reached many people through

the lure of his person and his writings. His

thought has deep roots in the Bible and in

Hasidism, that fervent stirring among the Jews
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of Eastern Europe in the eighteenth century.

But he has wrestled hard with Kierkegaard,

Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche, as well as with

the later existentialists.

Approving Kierkegaard, Buber says that

"man finds the truth to be true only when he

stands its test." The existential thinker "stakes

his life in his thinking."^ With Kierkegaard,

Buber emphasizes decision, for "if there were

a devil," he says, "it would not be one who

decided against God, but one who, in eternity,

came to no decision."*

But Buber goes on to a drastic criticism of

Kierkegaard's lonely individualism. The Dane

was right in rescuing the unique self from the

anonymous mass. But he was wrong in isolat-

ing that self from others, wrong in rejecting

marriage, wrong in his harshness toward the

world, for the unique self becomes a self only

in its human relations.

Buber's famous phrase, 1-Thou, has by this

time become almost a cliche. But some ideas

are so rich that they cannot be ruined even by

the mumblers of cliches, and this is one of
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them. "In the beginning," says Buber, "is rela-

tion." "All real living is meeting."^ The most

basic human word is I-Thou. This word is not

made by joining two other words; rather it

precedes them. Out of the relation emerge the

persons, / and Thou. They could not be persons

were k not for the relation.

But another basic word is I-lt. There is no

avoiding this word: "Without // man cannot

live. But he who lives with It alone is not a

man."^° The trouble is that the pressures of

living, especially in a mass society, push us to

meet the other as It rather than as Thou. In

doing so, we destroy him and destroy ourselves.

For the / of 1-Thou is human, capable of love

and of selfhood. The / of I-lt is less than

human.

One Thou cannot become It: the eternal

Thou, God. He is the true Thou of every life.

Living and even theology may try to turn God
into It, to talk about Him, to use Him. If so,

we are simply deceived.

Buber's magnificent God-intoxication has in

it a deeply mystical strain. Yet it never lets the
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self become one with deity. For God is "over

against" us; he does not absorb our selves but

makes us selves.

Yearning people of various faiths have re-

sponded to the spell of this man who is both

poet and analyst. People sick with the deper-

sonalization of life, yet unhappy with the

extreme individualism of many existentialists,

find in Buber the sense of selfhood in com-

munity. Insistently Jewish though he is, he has

won the tributes of such major Protestant

thinkers as Emil Brunner, Karl Heim, and

Reinhold Niebuhr. Another Jew, Will Her-

berg, describes him as "closer to radical Protes-

tantism" than some Protestant theologians.^^

Existential Protestantism

Words play tricks on us. Protest today usually

means a complaint or objection. But when the

word Protestant first came into use in Eliza-

bethan England, protest had a very different

meaning. Pro meant for (as in pro and con).

Test was the root of testify. To protest meant to
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testify for, to declare oneself, to take the risk

of a witness for the faith.

(j^.rotestantism, then, was an existential ven-

ture. The Protestant did not simply accept by

habit the religious ideas and customs handed

down to him. He took the responsibility of

declaring his own faith. His Christianity was

not an objective set of institutional teachings;

it was living, daring trust in God. It asked each

person to study the Scriptures, to meet God in

Christ, to take his stand in the community of

faith. So existential was the Protestant Refor-

mation that to say "existential Protestantism"

is almostthe same as to say "Protestant Protes-

tantisnxJlj

But as time passed. Protestantism often got

into a rut. For many people it became a con-

ventional, hand-me-down religion, which re-

quired less courage than sports or dating. The

many movements which depersonalized man
(as we have noticed them in Chapter 3) hit

the churches along with the rest of society.

Then came the existentialist revolt.
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In the stable, confident nineteenth century,

most people never noticed existentialism. But

the twentieth century, with its disastrous wars

and vicious cruelties, jarred all civilization. Un-

less people were to sleep through the convul-

sions of history (as a remarkable number are

doing), they had to take seriously what the

existentialists were talking about.

By this time Christian existentialism has,

at the least, restored to Protestantism some-

thing of the existential posture so characteristic

of the Scriptures and of the Reformation. Some-

times it has also introduced into the Church

some of the distinctive style and vocabulary of

the modern revolt. Thus any examination of

Protestantism today will show some marks of

existentialism, whether in preaching, church

school publications, the topics chosen by col-

lege students for Religious Emphasis Weeks,

or the communication of the Christian faith to

non-Christians.

For instance, the Church is less likely than

at some times in the past to address the out-

sider: "Here are the objective reasons that you
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should believe in God." It is more likely to say:

"This community of faith invites you to share

in its venture of trust and commitment." It is

less likely to announce: "Here is a higher ethic

and better belief than ever before." It is more

likely to declare: "Here is a Good News of

healing for the anxieties and sicknesses of man-

kind."

This change has been more clearly stated

in theology than anywhere else in the life of

the Church. Surely the most influential Prot-

estant theologian of the twentieth century is

Karl Barth. Those who agree and those who
disagree with him recognize that he has sparked

some of the most vigorous Protestant thinking

since the Reformation.

Earth's theological transformation began,

not in the university, but in the parish. Preach-

ing in the Swiss village of Safenville during the

First World War, as he tells us, he needed only

a little imagination to hear the guns booming

to the north. The platitudes and moralism so

common in religion were all too empty for

such a time. He heard the New Testament
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Speak to him with its message of salvation. So

in 1918 he pubHshed his commentary on Paul's

letter to the Romans. This was the book that

rocked the theological world. It had no dry

scholarship, no "objective" reasoning about

Christianity. It was an existential declaration

of God's holiness, man's sin, Christ's gift of

salvation, justification by faith.

Three years later, in a lengthened and re-

vised edition of this book, Barth told of the

influence upon him of Kierkegaard and Dos-

toevsky. Here was the specific impact of ex-

istentialism upon a man who was already an

existential thinker. Later still, Barth drew back

from existentialism. He wanted the biblical

message to depend upon no specific philosophy.

Further, he feared Kierkegaard's indulgence in

introspection and his preoccupation with de-

spair, and chose instead to emphasize the

affirmative Gospel, interpreting it in the tradi-

tion of the Reformers. (It is only fair to point

out that Kierkegaard had himself made the

same criticism of existentialism.)

Even ii Barth renounced existential/JW, his
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writings have preserved their existential ring.

Meanwhile other theologians are developing

more specific existentialisms. Most significant

of them is perhaps Rudolf Bultmann, who pro-

poses a far-reaching reinterpretation of the

New Testament in terms of Heidegger's philos-

ophy. It is not safe to predict the future of such

attempts; they may flourish or decline. What

looks almost certain is that Protestant theology

has recovered, and will not soon give up, the

existential quality so characteristic of the New
Testament and of the Reformation.

In America the two men who have most

influenced recent theology are, by general con-

sent, Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich.

Niebuhr's theology, like Earth's, was born in

the parish. The effect upon human beings of

industrial society in Detroit sent his relentless

mind to the Bible and to Augustine. Later,

as he was developing his now-famous doctrine

of man, he discovered Kierkegaard. His state-

ments of the Gospel are directed to modern

society, grappling with the problems of politics,

economics, and international hostilities, and to
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the modern man who is bewildered in the

midst of these concerns.

Tillich's thought is in some ways more aca-

demic, for Tillich is a student of all the great

philosophers, including the existentialists. But

an army chaplaincy, the struggle against Hitler,

migration to a new country, and penetrating

interest in psychoanalysis and the arts give his

thought a praaical bent. He has become an

amazingly powerful spokesman to the empti-

ness and lostness of twentieth-century existence.
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VOICES, SIGHTS, AND DEEDS

An all-out existentialist will insist that

this kind of book is a pitiful mistake. It aims to

tell about existentialism, not to be an existen-

tialist book. It falls fairly neatly into chapters

and sections. It simplifies difficult concepts and

makes them seem easier than they are. In all

this it comes close to a fraud. One might as

well try to build a scale model of a tiger out

of square blocks.

If I agreed completely with that argument,

I would not have written this book. But I

readily grant that no one will get very far into

existentialism by reading about it. Its adventure

of self-discovery forces it to speak with voices

of poetry and drama, to show itself in the visual

arts, to live itself in deeds.

Indirect Communication

Pascal said that he could not write about

human experience in an orderly way, since he

07
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was trying to show that his subject was in-

capable of order/ And all the great existential-

ists sooner or later resort to a kind of deliberate

disorder. They prefer not to lay their theories

out neatly before us. They want to plunge us

into the disorder, so that we can find out for

ourselves what they are talking about.

In a whimsical bit of writing Kierkegaard

tells how he decided on his career as an author.

In an outside cafe one Sunday afternoon he

began to think what he might do with his life.

He meditated on the great benefactors of man-

kind, who did so much to make life easier.

Then, during his second cigar, an insight flashed

upon him. His job would be '*to make some-

thing harder." So, he said, "I conceive it as my
task to create difficulties everywhere."^ Since

then, I think it is fair to say, all existentialists

have shared that aim.

The reason is no idiosyncracy. It is rather

what Kierkegaard called the necessity for "in-

direct communication." The important truths,

he says, no one can tell you. Objective facts and

reasoned conclusions can be stated directly. But
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truth that requires self-discovery, truth for a

subject, cannot be handed from man to man in

sentences.

Suppose an artist, for example, explains^ to

you that a certain picture is beautiful. You
believe him. You go around repeating the con-

clusion, "That picture is beautiful." But you do

not understand what you are saying unless you

personally have discovered the beauty. Sim-

ilarly the existentialist cannot give you his

conclusions. He can at best initiate you—by

persuasion or by annoyance—into the experi-

ence of discovery.

This experience, carried to the extreme, can

end in something like Zen Buddhism. Here

teachers may refuse to tell anything. Instead

they ask questions—which the student cannot

answer. The purpose is to jog the student into

an attitude of insight. By contrast Christianity

offers a clear account, told in Scripture, of the

life and teachings of Jesus. Surely that can be

told directly. But, says the existentialist, notice

the important fact. Christianity says that the

Almighty God addresses man through this
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Jesus. That is God's indirect communication.

Men can understand it only if by faith they

discover in the persecuted man the savior.

Existentialist literature, therefore, is rarely

plain exposition. Kierkegaard used pseudonyms

and a variety of literary devices to stir or pro-

voke his readers. Nietzsche used fictitious char-

acters to pronounce his poetic oracles. Other

existentialists have written novels, short stories,

plays, poetry, literary criticism. Even the most

formal of the philosophers break out of strict

exposition. Thus Heidegger, who can be pe-

dantic enough, drifts into an ecstatic mood and

symbolic language. And Jaspers needs "ciphers"

—symbols which point to truth that cannot

be stated directly.

The Verbal Arts

Somewhere in the background of most modern

existentialism looms the titanic Dostoevsky.

Ever since he wrote his turbulent novels, fic-

tion has been a chief form of existentialist

expression.

More recently a book reviewer has com-
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merited: "Perhaps the dominant literary theme

of our century has been that of the terrible

loneliness of human beings in a society in-

creasingly diminished in emotional and moral

values."^ Here is evidence that most writers

are participating in the existential revolt against

the dehumanization of man, in the uncovering

of hidden anxiety and despair. Like the philos-

ophers they make their leaps into faith or

emptiness.

Usually these writers, like Dostoevsky, do

not aim to be existentialists, if they have even

heard of that word. And that is itself a decisive

fact. No existentialist first thinks up his doc-

trines, then looks for ways to communicate

them. On the contrary, the communication

precedes the formal doctrine. For in activity—
in writing, warring, marrying, praying—^per-

sons discover themselves and other selves. The

recorded discoveries are literature. Some of

this literature self-consciously belongs to ex-

istentialism. More often readers recognize

themes in the literature and call it existentialist.

Among the literary artists usually listed in this
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movement are Kafka, Gide, Malraux, de Beau-

voir, Camus, Sartre, and Becket. Of American

novelists perhaps William Faulkner is the near-

est to an existentialist—though he would re-

spond to the idea with an existential snort.*

The most famous of the deliberately ex-

istentialist novelists is Sartre. Like Kierkegaard,

he exposes the irrationalities and hypocrisies of

life. But his method is different. Often he con-

centrates, to the point of an obsession, upon

the sordid, the obscene, the sexually abnormal.

His use of sex, however, has no similarity to

the efforts at titillation of so many gaudy paper-

backs on the newsstands (even though one of

his books has been on the stands). Rather, he

is uncovering the despair and revulsion of

meaningless lives.

Very difFerent is the Nobel Prize winner,

Albert Camus. He is almost a theologian who
disbelieves in God, a man so thirsty for divinity

that he resents God for not existing. His themes

are familiar Christian ones: the decision to join

the innocent sufferers rather than the sinful

conquerors, the torments of the guilty con-
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science, the pained cry for redemption. He

shows us tragic characters who can at least

glimpse heroic nobility. He almost says, "My

God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"

He cannot say, "Father, into thy hands I com-

mend my spirit."

Even more than fiction, poetry communi-

cates indirectly. A genuine poem—I am ex-

cluding prose that happens to have rhyme and

meter—conveys more than it says literally. It

requires a peculiar concentration of the listener,

who must let himself be drawn into the world

of the poet, there to discover what the poet

cannot say baldly. In this broad sense, poetry

is inevitably existential. The sensitive imagina-

tion of the poet often beats the philosopher to

existential insights. Thus Robert Frost, whose

sturdy New England spirit is remote from the

seething atmosphere of most existentialism,

nevertheless has expressed existential yearnings

profoundly.

Other poets stand more specifically in the

existentialist tradition. Two great Germans,

Holderlin (1770-1843) and Rilke (1875-
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1926) have become almost patron saints of

existentialism.

Among the English-language poets are many

who belong to this story. Perhaps the most

notable are T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden, the

American-turned-Englishman and the English-

man-turned-American. Both moved from skep-

ticism to Christian faith. Eliot's manners of an

English gentleman and his formal Anglo-

Catholicism are radically offensive to many

rebellious existentialists; yet he fascinates them

when he probes the emptiness and shatters the

false fronts of modern culture. Auden, familiar

with the haunts and the language both of

secularists and of churchmen, often expresses

existentialism in deft verse. Both poets know

how to combine flashing wit and deep rever-

ence. It is no accident that Eliot writes an intro-

duaion to Pascal's Pensees and that Auden edits

a book of selections from Kierkegaard.

The Theater

In a way all drama, except pure spectacle and

amusement, is existential. The power of the
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Stage, whether in comedy or tragedy, is to draw

its audience into its action. By engaging people

in dramatic conflict it stirs them to awareness

of themselves and their world.

More particularly the American theater froin|

Eugene O'Neill onward has concentrated on I

existentialist themes. Usually the stimulus has I

not been philosophy or theology. More often
f

the impetus has come from the history of our
|

time, from the Marxist and Freudian affronts to
|

old ways, from shattering wars and inner dis-

turbances. —

^

The common complaint against the con-

temporary theater is that it is not pleasant. It

is more likely to be ugly or sublime than

"pretty." Just that complaint is a tribute to the

implicit existentialism of our foremost play-

wrights.

More explicitly existentialist are the plays of

Sartre. No Exit, for example, offers a fascin-

ating mixture of Christian and atheistic themes.

The setting is a room located (as the audience

soon discovers) in Hell. Three characters are

lodged there. Garcin, editor of a pacifist paper,
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has treated his wife shabbily and (contrary to

his own dreams) has died a coward's death.

Estelle, a nymphomaniac, has married for

money, chased many men, and killed her

illegitimate baby. Inez, a Lesbian, has ruined

the lives of several people.

The three gradually realize that they are

doomed to torment each other forever. Hell,

they conclude, is "other people." Yet, at the

dramatic moment when the door flies open, no

one can leave. Each needs the others whom he

so hates.

Repeatedly the characters see possibilities of

hope. In a series of ifs, they confess their plight.

If they could trust or have faith in each other,

show some human feeling of sympathy, con-

vince each other, then love would be possible.

They could be saved. But their Hell has No
Exit.

The play is a dramatic essay on the New
Testament doctrine of salvation by grace and

justification by faith. But there is no grace and

no faith. Kierkegaard has left his mark on
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Sartre, but Sartre refuses to join Kierkegaard

in his leap.

The Visual Arts and Music

Only artists, said Nietzsche, "dare to show us

the human being as he is." The artist searches

out the unique self which others cover up.

Look, for instance, at the "portraits" made

by conventional photographers. Careful "re-

touching" eliminates wrinkles and blemishes

so as to giYQ all faces a pasty uniformity. The

photographer aims to show, not a self, but a

mask—the more like other masks, the better.

When the masks get too monotonously alike,

he tries a trick camera angle, which far from

showing the real person simply produces an

uncharacteristic (characterless) pose. Anyone

who stubbornly demands an unretouched

photograph seems a little crazy. If his picture

gets into the newspaper, he looks like a thug.

People are so used to artificiality that the real

appears false.

By contrast an artist (not just any commer-
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cial portrait-painter) aims to sho^^die reaJL

person. A Rembrandt portrait, for example,

depicts an honest self, not likely to be con-

fused with the masks on the society page of the

newspaper. In this concern for selfhood, all art

has an existential quality.

But now comes a special development that

so delijghts or infuriates people. Although it has

a long history, it has been exploited peculiarly

in contemporary art. It is the artist's deliberate

distortion of his subject-matter. It may appear

arbitrary, but it has its reason. The famous

painter, Paul Klee, explains: "Art does not

reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible."

Why should the artist go to the trouble of

showing what anybody can see without him?

He aims to get behind the surface, to disclose

the hidden depths of things. And he communi-

cates indirectly. Take his picture as direct por-

trayal, and it looks false. Take it on its own
terms, and it suggests or wakens a new dis-

covery.

In some of Van Gogh's landscapes the bril-
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liant colors, the bold splotches of paint, the

swirling brushstrokes look like nothing anyone

ever saw. The artist is not aiming to give an

objective picture of nature; scientists and

photographers can do that. He is making an

existential painting (though he probably never

heard the word). He is showing what a scene

means to him. He is disclosing the hidden

vitality and turbulence of nature—and, no

doubt, of his own spirit.

Van Gogh's paintings are still recognizably

landscapes and people. More recent art may

show no such resemblance at all—or a resem-

blance that somehow "dawns" on one. Picasso,

for example, reveals the hidden beauty in ugli-

ness and the hidden ugliness in beauty. He
reaches past appearance for the inner dynamics

of life or things. He is not satisfied that the

viewer should observe. He wants to draw him

out, "engage" him, show him something by

awakening in him the capability of seeing it.

I am not trying to say that contemporary

art is good. Some is grand, some merely
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grandiose. Some is revealing, some just con-

fused. What I am saying is that a large part of

today's art is existential.

The most powerful of recent Christian

painters was Georges Rouault. Nobody calls

his works lovely or nice. He does not please

so much as he shatters. In one painting of

Christ he can show more of suffering majesty

than comes through in ten years of religious

calendar art. Christian existentialism tells us

that the church has too often been duped by art

that seemed religious, because it pictured Jesus

or the three wise men, but which was actually

irreligious in its flabbiness.^

I can add only a brief note on music. In

one sense music is the most existential of the

arts, because no words or pictures define its

content. Its meaning is largely the meaning

which the listener gives it. For the same reason

music is not likely to express a specific ex-

istentialism.

Yet there is a peculiarly modern existential

mode in music. William Barrett finds it in

Beethoven's last quartets, where "the dissolu-
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tion of accepted musical form" sounds "the

dissolution of a whole world of accepted

status."^ Others find it in the rhythms and im-

provisations of jazz. Still others find it in the

new scales and dissonances of contemporary ex-

perimentalists.

As with the visual arts, some of this music

is superb, some wretched. I have no urge to

praise all that we suffer from the jukebox. I

am only pointing to a quality of uneasiness,

rebellion against classical forms, perhaps lone-

liness and anxiety in some contemporary music,

good and bad. The jazz devotee does not say,

"That's a pretty number"; he says, "It sends

me." And that just might mean, "It's ex-

istential/*

American Tamed Existentialism

The same existentialism which pervades the

arts operates in more hard-boiled and more

prosaic areas of life. The real existentialist can-

not separate thought from action. He may, like

Kierkegaard, seek to reform a church or, like

Andre Malraux, lay aside his research to take a
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place in General De Gaulle's government.

In American society the widest diffusion of

existential ideas has come—surprising as it may

seem—through pragmatism. William James,

the pioneer pragmatist, knew the spell of

Pascal. But his philosophy was genuinely home-

grown. Not by reading European existentialists

but by confronting American situations he

came to assert the role of man's will in the

perception of truth, the urgency of activity and

decision.

John Dewey, many will say, surely rooted

out any existentialist weeds in the pragmatist's

garden. True, Dewey's insistence on scientific

method as the sole way to truth opposed the

main thrust of existentialism. Yet Dewey's

early writings expressed both the kinship and

alienation between man and his universe in

terms that had existential overtones. And he

was always the enemy of rational systems which

cramped the variety of experience. Even logic,

insisted Dewey, can never be a purely abstract

system, because thinking always takes place in

an "existential matrix."^ Man is no pure mind;
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he thinks in order to meet problems of his

biological and cultural existence. But Dewey 5

description of existence drew nothing from the

major existentialists. It was more characteristic

of an age of progress than an "Age of Anxiety."^

Dewey was for years the foremost influence

on American "progressive education." In its

insistence on the relation between thought and

action in learning, it represented one existen-

tialist theme. Its emphasis on self-expression

has some relation to the existentialist cry for

freedom of the unique personality. More re-

cently it has given so much attention to social

adjustment in education that critics like David

Riesman^ wonder whether it is stifling the per-

sonal development it set out to encourage.

A strain of wildness is so characteristic of

existentialism that the tamed version in Amer-

ican pragmatism and education should not be

called existentialism. But the stormwinds that

occasionally blow through American public

education are fringes of the tornado that has

rocked vast sections of the modern world.
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SOME EXISTENTIAL JUDGMENTS

There is no sense in casting a vote for or

against existentialism. That would be like vot-

ing for or against the wind. Winds save crops

and cleanse cities; they also rip apart barns and

factories. Existentialism likewise brings bless-

ings and fury.

Neither can a critic give a cool, objective

appraisal of existentialism. He might try to

point out, impartially of course, just what is

good and bad about it. But if he attempts thaf,

the joke is on him; for if there is any truth in ex-

istentialism, no one can carry off such a pose.

The critic is himself a struggling person,

haunted by anxieties, lured by goals beyond his

attainment. He does not sit in majesty above

the strife; he is in the midst of it. His judg-

ment about existentialism is itself an existential

judgment. He may—and should—appeal to

114
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facts and logic, but he will reason from the

point of view of his own despair and hope, his

faith and unfaith.

Realizing all this, I shall state some of my
judgments on existentialism. In doing so, I

am simply putting directly the views that have

already influenced every page of this book.

-The greatest contribution of existentialism

has been to restore the posture that is char-

acteristic of most great philosophy and of the

Bible^When history conspired against man to

deny him this posture, the explosive break-

through came. It brought its glories and its

excesses, its magnificence and its depravity. It

is a grand and fearful achievement.jjt declares

to all who are capable of hearing that there can

be no personal living and certainly no Chris-

tianity that are not existential. Without cour-

age, without concern, without commitment life

isjiolln-yy. J

The specific teachings of contemporary ex-

istential/jw are more varied and more debatable.

Some of these have a mighty value for America

in our time. Often they are unpleasant. They
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Strip the glittering chrome and cellophane from

this marvelous civilization and expose some

harsh realities.

Existentialism tells us of brutal contradic-

tions in our society. The public creed praises

personal freedom; but poverty and prejudice

deny opportunity to some, and prosperity lures

others to scrap selfhood and love in the rat

race for wealth. Advertising promises to sell

happiness to people, who try by buying to bury

anxieties that will not stay buried. Industry and

construction give the illusion of permanence to

cities that may blow up in world destruction

any month. Churches talk about God; but pop-

ular religion makes people comfortable where

they are instead of leading them to divine

judgment and grace.

^ When so much security is phony, when

happiness is a fraud, when religion deals with

illusions, existentialism is_a call to fealit^. It

asks man to discover himselffto face his world,

to meet his destiny. In calling people to these

tasks which they would rather avoid, it shows

them a way to health.
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Existentialism has its dangers, too. They

are partly the dangers of courageous adventure,

partly the dangers of foolishness. It is not easy

to separate the two, for each danger is closely

related to a major strength.

1. Inxejeoing mediocrity and conformity^

.existentialism easjly becomes a pose. Its history

and vocabulary lend themselves to faddism.

Rebels and nonconformists are easy game for

cults. The attack on everything phony readily

turns into a stunt as phony as any other. In

some types of existentialism. Will Herberg

says, "the forlornness and despair of existence

are strangely transmuted into a kind of self-

satisfied, rather cozy, defiance of the universe."^

The person of profound convictions often lives

in heroic nonconformity; but the person who
sets out to be a nonconformist is less a hero

than a clown.

2. The thirst for freedom and selfhood can

readily degenerate into theatrical self-assertion.

"Be yourself," say the existentialists. But which

self shall I be.^ The self that finds its freedom
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in deep loyalties, or the self that seeks freedom

from loyalty?

/Tiere is one of the sharpest differences be-

tween atheistic and Christian existentialists.

The atheist rejects God, for God might inhibit

his freedom. The Christian^ays_in^tradkional

wordSj^J^'Q^God whose service^ -is-^perfect-iree-

dom. ..." The atheist seeks freedom in self-

expression, the Christian, in death to sin and

resurreaion to new life. The atheist says

—

rightly—that much talk of Christian freedom

is just a veil for a life of subservience to im-

posed codes. The Christian says—rightly—that

the atheistic existentialists have not yet investi-

gated the great teachings of Christian freedom.

3. Existentialism, emphasizing the impor-

tance of personal decision, sometimes says, in

effect: "Just decide. It doesn't matter what you

decide, if the-decisiQa,JsL_yxjui:§j"~It~has no use

for the person who gives up his power of

decision, and so it refuses to give ethical advice.

The trouble is that even the most personal

decision has some moral context and looks to
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some guiding loyalty. When existentialism re-

fuses any such help, another allegiance fills the

vacuum. Thus, during the Second World War,'

Heidegger supported the Nazis and Sartre

fought against them—not in spite of their ex-

istentialism (as some churchmen fought each

other in spite of their faith) but as an expres-

sion of their existentialism.

The great time of French existentialism came

during the resistance to the Nazis. Then the

sheer demand for freedom offered enough guid-

ance and inspired brave action. But in the post-

war period, when the French nation had so

much trouble finding goals and symbols for

common effort, existentialism gave little help.

4. -ifl^showing the unique quality of per-

sonality, which cannot be swamped in any so-

cial mass, the existentialists have often failed to

realize that no one becomes a self except in

human relations. Society is as much a part of

selfhood as individuality Buber, Marcel, and

Jaspers have seen this point, but much existen-

tialism remains unrealistic in its individualism.
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Thus Christian existentialism sometimes

lacks a "social gospel." It has the essential

foundation for one: the recognition that Chris-

tian faith is radically different from the popu-

lar blasphemies which assume that God just

naturally approves everything American and

hates everything Russian. And in its penetrat-

ing view of what society is doing to persons, it

shows signs of developing a "social gospel"

richer than some past ones. But much of that

job is still ahead.

Similarly \Christian existentialism often does

not know what to make of the Church. Seeing

the hypocrisies and compromises within the

Church, it sometimes calls the individual from ^
the Church to lonely faith in God. Like the

biblical prophets, it sees that God must con-

demn much that is done in his name. But often

it fails to see that Christian faith demands

Christian community. It forgets that the

Church, despite its failings, transmits the

Scriptures, celebrates the sacraments, and in-

troduces new generations into Christian faith.
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5. Sometimes the existentialist does not

know how to distinguish between "I feel" and

"I believe." He rightly sees that truth-in-bar-

ren-objectivity will not do much for anyone,

that only truth-inwardly-appropriated can dis-

turb and heal. But in shifting his focus from

knowledge to the knower, he may almost for-

get the long cosmic and human history that

precedes every person and sets many of the

conditions of life.

The Christian existentialist knows well the

faith that outleaps all reason. He sometimes

forgets that human reason, limited and clouded

though it is, has a kinship to the divine Logos

—the Word and Reason of God, who corrects

and illumines our reason, but does not destroy

it. And insisting on the necessity of the "leap

of faith," he sometimes makes it more of a

lurch into the dark than it is. Faith, as Paul

Tillich says, is not so much a grasping as a

being grasped. Pascal represents Christ as say-

ing: "Thou wouldst not seek Me, if Thou didst

not possess Me."^ T^e Christian leaps across
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the chasm toward God because God has al-

ready crossed that chasm to meet menJ

So existentialism—^whether atheistic or God-

directed in Jewish, Christian, or yet other ways

—is full of problems. But it is grappling with

those problems, testing its wit and its muscle

on them. All in all, it is the most stimulating

and disturbing, the most bewildering and il-

luminating movement of thought in a good

many generations.

vAnd yet, no one should take the advice to

go out and become an existentialist. Kierke-

gaard, the pioneer, never aimed to be an ex-

istentialist. He just tried to be an honest man.

And that is a good idea for everyone.'^
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Writings of the Existentialists

The best place to start is with some books by the great

existentialists. This list includes only authors who have

been discussed above and books which are available in

popular, paperback editions. The dates refer to the paper-

back edition, even though many are reprints of earlier

editions.

Martin Buber, Between Man and Man (Boston: Beacon

Press, 1955).
Eclipse of God (New York: Harper Torchbooks,

1957).
The Writings of Martin Buber, selected and edited

by Will Herberg (New York: Meridian Books, 1956),

The first two books are Buber's essays, some about ex-

istentialism and some in the existentialist manner. The
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last is a selection from several of his books, including

parts of the famous / and Thou.

Albert Camus, The Stranger (New York: Vintage Books,

1954). A s'hort, early novel by the Nobel Prize winner.

The Rebel (New York: Vintage Books, 1956).
Essays about man.

Will Herberg, ed., Vour Existentialist Theologians (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday Anchor, 1958). Seleaions

—

some difficult, some easy—from Berdyaev, Buber, Mari-
tain, Tillich, with helpful introductions.

Karl Jaspers, Man in the Modern Age (Garden City, N.Y.:

Doubleday Anchor, 1957). A discussion of contem-

porary civilization with its threats to personality.

Reason and Existenz (New York: Noonday Press,

1957). Comments on Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, fol-

lowed by a discussion of metaphysics and communica-
tion.

Walter Kaufmann, ed.. Existentialism from Dostoevsky to

Sartre (New York: Meridian Books, 1956). A very use-

ful collection of writings from Kierkegaard, Nietzsche,

Kafka, Heidegger, and others, with introduaions.

Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling and The Sickness

unto Death (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday Anchor,

1954). Two short books, bound together, which explore

anxiety and faith in the manner which set the style for

many later existentialists.

Attack upon "Christendom" ( Boston : Beacon Press,

1956). The scathing, witty writings which have been
described in this book.

Edifying Discourses (New York: Harper Torch-

books, 1958)

Purity of Heart (New York: Harper Torchbooks,

1956). The latter two express the devotional and ethical

spirit of Kierkegaard,

facques Maritain, Existence and the Existent (Garden City,

N.Y.: Doubleday Image Books, 1956). A Roman Catho-
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lie discussion, including some difficult metaphysics and

some vivid statements.

Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit and Three Other Plays (New
York: Vintage Books, 1955). The most entertaining

—

and perhaps the best—way into Sartre's "atheistic existen-

tialism."

Paul Tillich, The Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper

Torchbooks, 1958). A description of faith as "ultimate

concern" by a great Protestant philosopher-theologian.

Writings About Existentialism

Of the many books about existentialism, these few may be

the best for following up the themes of this book. This list

has to reach outside the paperbacks.

William Barrett, Irrational Man: A Study in Existential

Philosophy (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Com-
pany, Inc., 1958). A description by an able and per-

ceptive philosopher at New York University.

F. H. tieinemann. Existentialism and the Modern Predica-

ment (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958). An expo-

sition by one of the participants in European existential-

ism.

Walter Lowrie, A Short Life of Kierkegaard (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1942; paperback ed., 1958).

An excelLeftt biographj^bjL a Dipneer^anslator of Kierke-

gaard. f^ J % 1 7 9 5 ^f
Carl Michalsen, ed., Christianity and the Existentialists

(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1956). A collec-

tion of lectures on famous existentialists by H. Richard

Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, and others.

David E. Roberts, Existentialism and Religious Belief (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1957). Expositions and

evaluations of the most important existentialists by one

of the earliest theological interpreters of existentialism

in the United States.
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